Over the last 15 years, the discourse of 'identity' has spread rapidly within the US academy. Indeed 
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Within this discourse, there has, of course, been considerable divergence and debate. Essentialists have vied with constructionists and, while some within the latter camp have focused on the macro-level struggles through which identities are forged and made to seem compelling, others have looked more closely at the micro-level processes through which individual identities are developed and collective ties asserted and ascribed. Perhaps most notably, those who argue for the merits of single, fixed identities have increasingly been challenged by those who stress the value of maintaining multiple identities and moving fluidly between them. Yet, however much the participants in these debates may disagree, they remain united by the view that questions of identity are fundamental to the cultural politics that link personal experience to collective forms and actions.
There is, of course, a great deal to be said in favor of this view. Issues of identity clearly matter to a lot of people. Work on these issues has Critique of Anthropology &copy; 1995 (SAGE, London, Thousand Oaks, CA and New Delhi), Vol. 15(4) : 351-380. 351 commonly drawn attention to forms of prejudice, discrimination and disenfranchisement that must be openly confronted and energetically opposed. And, during a period of resurgent conservatism, the unifying language that the discourse provides has encouraged people involved in different kinds of struggle, both inside the academy and beyond, to develop a powerful sense of common cause against those striving to impose a single and oppressive standard for assessing proper forms of personhood and visions of collective life.
In this paper, however, I would like to push beyond such obvious merits to articulate a series of questions and doubts about the discourse of identity and, in so doing, prompt critical reflection about the implications of its use. There are three issues that particularly concern me. First, I am troubled by the widespread tendency to assume that identity and identity formation are universal aspects of human experience. Certainly, it is striking, given the prevalence of the discourse, how little emphasis has been given to exploring the implications of its historical and cultural specificity and, more importantly, to considering the analytical and descriptive limits of the key ideas about personhood and collectivity on which it rests. Second, I am concerned that this lack of critical self-consciousness may lead to misreadings of particular situations, either through ethnocentric and anachronistic projections of the key ideas onto the lives of people who think and act quite differently, or through oversimplified analyses in which attitudes and practices that seem to correspond to these ideas are highlighted while others that are different are ignored. Third, I am worried that such tendencies may circumscribe the scope of political analysis, diverting attention simultaneously from the politics of the key ideas themselves, the related limitations of those challenges that remain within their frame, and the other ways in which people understand and deal with their problems.
To develop these concerns and to render them more concrete, I shall focus on one area in which the discourse of identity has played a major role, the social science literature dealing with the growing (im)migration that has been taking place over the last three decades between many 'Third World' countries and the United States.' More specifically, I shall explore the relationship between the varied treatments of identity in this literature and the rather different understandings I have developed through my work on migration between the rural municipio or 'county' of Aguililla in westcentral Mexico and various US locations, especially Redwood City, an urban area in northern California. In so doing, I shall place particular pressure on two aspects of the literature: first, the tendency to examine struggles over collective identities without reference to the related processes by which people are made individual and, second, the widespread view that (im)migrants already possess collective identities in the places that they leave and that, in dealing with the dominant processes of identification they encounter in the United States, they invariably respond within the limits that these processes lay down. By elaborating on these aspects of the literature, then looking more generally at the history and politics of the logic of identity, and finally turning to the Aguilillan case, I hope to promote both a broader approach to the relationship between (im)migration and identity and critical reflection on the foci and the forms of radical collective politics. (Sutton, 1987) (Kearney and Nagengast, 1989) or 'migrant circuits' (Rouse, 1989) Chavez, 1988 Chavez, , 1991 (Redfield et al., 1936) (1979, 1983) Gleason, 1983) , while the recent proliferation of the discourse has not only done much the same in the context of the two deepest recessions since the Great Depression (Rouse, 1995:380-5) (Rouse, 1988 (Nagengast and Kearney, 1990; Wolf, 1955) The dominant image of collectivity was both derived from and most vividly reflected in the basic unit of quotidian ideology and practice, the patriarchal nuclear family. That is, when Aguilillans thought of collectivities, the image that they most commonly invoked was not of an abstract group whose members were equivalent by virtue of the shared possession of a given property but of a concrete, hierarchically organized whole whose constituent parts were internally related and functionally interdependent. Every collectivity, from the local community to the nation to the cosmos, was thought to possess, in its fullest form, a dominating head or center equivalent to the patriarch, a mediating position equivalent to the matriarch, and a series of ranked dependants equivalent to the children. Within this framework, every position was asymmetrically related to the others and, given the use of hierarchical ranking by age and gender, not even appeals to fraternity could suggest equivalence.
This imagery was used to conceptualize numerous areas of experience, at many different levels. God was understood as a patriarchal authority governing humankind through the mediation of the much more approachable, and manipulable, saints. The president of the country was expected to govern like a distant but beneficent patriarch and to do so through the mediation of a ramifying hierarchy of more or less fallible intermediaries. And this structure was replicated at the local level regarding the relationship between the president of the municipio, his aides and the general population. Finally, the nation was thought to be organized around a dominant center and a hierarchy of subordinate places. Thus, people referred frequently to the interior as 'el centro' and to themselves as living on the margins -as one woman put it, at 'the tail of the world'. And, once again, in local terms, the municipio was understood to possess a single ruling center (or cabecera, literally 'head-bearer', or more simply, 'head') surrounded by a series of dependent villages and hamlets.
Correspondingly, when Aguilillans thought of personhood, they emphasized not autonomy and self-possession but the occupation of a particular place within a pre-existing field of relations. More accurately, perhaps, this field was treated as conceptually prior to the individuals within it. When people made claims on others, at least on others from the area, they did so not by invoking common membership in a categorically defined collectivity but by tracing the string of personal ties that would eventually connect them. And, in these circumstances, they sought and gave respect less by reference to a single standard deemed appropriate to all or on the basis of qualities deemed intrinsic to the individual than in terms of the manner in which particular roles were performed and relationships conducted. Correspondingly, even though there was widespread emphasis on making oneself independent, this did not involve becoming individually autonomous but instead detaching oneself at least partially from one's natal family in order to form another of one's own. In sum, for Aguilillans in the peasant and ranching way of life, the crucial question was not 'Who am I?' but 'Where do I stand -and how should I conduct myself -in relation to others?'
The politics of identification in Mexico and the United States Over the years, however, Aguilillans guided by these attitudes and values came increasingly under the influence of a class-related politics of identification that not only classified them and regulated their actions but also, and more profoundly, encouraged them to adopt quite different understandings of both personhood and collectivity. This politics affected them most intensely in the United States but it also had at least some impact within Mexico.
The scriptural and taxonomic activities of the state affected people in the municipio from at least the 1860s onwards. Processes of mapping and land registration obliged them to turn fluid and negotiable understandings of boundaries and claims on land into clear and unambiguous arrangements that aligned particular owners with clearly bounded and discriminable units of space and, in so doing, transposed the labile authority of custom and communal reckoning into the rigid, brittle logic of the document and the archive. At the same time, censuses and systems for registering births, marriages and deaths encouraged people to translate the negotiated and contested fluidities of local life into the appearance of stable individual and collective identities. These pressures grew stronger in the 1940s and were further amplified from the 1960s onwards. The state education system, which became steadily more influential after 1960, especially at the secondary level, not only equipped people with the literacy necessary to deal with the scriptural activities of government agencies but also, and more importantly, promoted a powerful sense of national identity, a discourse of rights, and an individuating view of personhood that valued people more for the qualifications they possessed than for the nature of their ties to others. And, through the growing impact of television from the mid-1970s onwards, corporate capital increasingly promoted the idea of a distinctive individuality that people could achieve through the medium of consumption.
For several reasons, however, the impact of a politics of identification was quite limited within the municipio. In (Rouse, 1992) . And, the majority of (im)migrants, both lacking lengthy exposure to the politics of identification in either Mexico or the United States and preferring petty commerce and production in the municipio over wagework north of the border, continued to place primary emphasis on the ideas of personhood and collectivity associated with the peasant and ranching way of life. As a result, while they often accommodated in some ways to the pressures that they faced, their main reaction was to refuse their logic, elude their impact, and operate primarily by maintaining and reworking techniques already well-developed in the municipio.
Although most (im)migrants were critical of at least some aspects of life north of the border, few construed the difficulties they encountered in terms of prejudice and discrimination or, more abstractly, by recourse to a language of rights. While, to me, it seemed obvious that they were victims of racism, ethnic prejudice and other kinds of discriminatory treatment, they rarely spoke in these terms, even when I prompted them to do so.
Their criticisms focused instead on two main issues. One was the failure of Americans to appreciate how hard they worked, that is, how well they were performing the particular role they had been given. Indeed it was on this basis rather than by reference to inherent racial qualities that they most commonly distinguished themselves from African-Americans. Arguing that they deserved better treatment because they were harder workers and more loyal employees, they suggested more abstractly that dominant evaluations should privilege these considerations over more impersonal criteria such as legally defined membership in the national collectivity. The other issue that concerned them was the way in which the conditions that they faced as proletarian workers in the lowest reaches of the regional economy made it difficult for them to (Rouse, 1992 
